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Mass Observation: the literature of ordinary lives
Britain in the mid to late 1930s was witnessing wide social, cultural and economic change and against this background an independent organisation was founded with the aim of creating an ‘anthropology of ourselves’, which we now know as Mass Observation. The founders came together through the letters page of the New Statesman, united in a desire to examine popular attitude and belief in Britain and seeking to gauge the gulf between public opinion and what was often described as public opinion in the popular press. 
The result was a 2 pronged project. A team of investigators using ethnographic field working techniques observed and reported on daily life. This work included traditional survey techniques alongside Mass Observation unorthodox methods such as standing on street corners and noting down what passersby were wearing; noting down verbatim conversations overheard on buses; observing the behaviour of crowds at football matches and asking people their opinions on air raid shelters. Over 80 thematic collections ranging from Dogs in Wartime to General Elections and comprising reports, survey material, notes on observations, overheard conversations and a huge range of ephemera were collected by these paid investigators.
The other ‘prong’ was based on a National Panel of volunteer writers. This huge collection of ‘life writing’ spans from 1937 through to the mid 1950s with some writers continuing to correspond into the 1960s.The first volunteers were recruited in 1937 to record what they did from waking to sleeping on the 12th of each month. These surveys soon developed into opened ended, themed questionnaires and many panel members also kept detailed diaries providing a valuable insight into both the opinions and feelings of the 3000 or so volunteers who wrote in this period. The volunteers came from all walks of life in Britain and their diaries provide us with an unparalleled amount   of life writing material from this period varying from the most basic accounts of daily activity to the most beautifully written and heart rending accounts of the joys and tragedies of living through war.

Mass Observation originally published 25 books detailing its findings through these activities; the first in 1937 was entitled May Twelfth and was based on diaries and observations recorded on during George VI’s Coronation Day. More recently, several books and anthologies have been published based solely on the MASS OBSERVATION diaries including that of Nella Last, a housewife in Barrow-in-Furness, whose published diary was adapted by Victoria Wood into the ITV production Housewife 49.

Mass Observation continued to use these methods to collect information through to the mid 1950s. However by the late 1940s the need for social survey seemed to be less pressing and Mass Observation moved towards more commercial survey activities becoming a limited company in 1947. By the mid 1950s, the social survey element of the project had all but ended, with just a few stalwart diary writers continuing to send their entries into the offices of Mass Observation Ltd until the 1960s. The archive of the original social survey organisation eventually found a home at the newly established University of Sussex and opened as a publicly accessible Charitable Trust in the care of the University in the early 1970s. The Archive continues to be housed in the University Library and is used by a wide audience, from school children to eminent academics. 

In the early 1980s a new phase in Mass Observation’s activity began – the Mass Observation Project which continues today. In 1981, Charles married Di and unemployment was high; there were moves to join the EEC and currency changed. It was also the year a panel of volunteer writers were recruited through the media, newspapers and magazines to answer ‘modern day’ directives in an effort t record the opinions and observations of ‘everyday folk’ in the UK. The Project, running for nearly 30 years has now out lasted the original phase of Mass Observation. Over 4000 people have contributed over the years responding to 85 Directives covering over 250 themes. Directives have covered issues such as General Elections and BSE, tattooing and body piercing, pets, Marks and Spencer’s, substance abuse, 9/11 and subsequent troubles, as well as reflecting some of the subjects asked about in the 1930s and 40s. Subjects are diverse, but all must fit into the ethos of the project as established in the 1930s. The responses are made available to researchers in the same way as the original Mss Observation material and are used by the same range of people. The Project is funded by the Charitable Trust and relies on income generated from royalties, donations and fees earned in directive commissions to fund the mail outs and the subsequent processing of material. 

Whilst these wonderful examples of life writing may not be immediately obvious as a literary archive, they provide such intimate glimpses in ordinary everyday life, spanning seven decades, that on reading through the contributions one can forget they are not novels, or their authors are not professional writers. In her diary for Sunday 8 October 1939, Mass Observation’s most famous diarist Nella Last wrote, “Next to being a mother I’d have loved to write books - that is, if I’d brains and time, I love to ‘create’...”. Nella’s diaries now sit on a shelf in the stores at Sussex alongside the writings of Virginia Woolf and Rudyard Kipling: surely a testament to the great literature produced by ordinary people. 
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